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implantable apnea generator with ramp on generator. 

@ An implantable system for the treatment of 
obstructive sleep apnea by electrical stimu- 
lation of the musculature of the upper airway. 
The system employs one or more sensors (44, 
46) to determine the onset of an apnea event. 
Upon sensing of the onset of an apnea event, 
the stimulation generator (144, 150, 152, 154, 
156) provides a signal for stimulating the mus- 
cles of the upper airway at a varying intensity 
controlled by a control means (142, 160, 154) 
wherein the intensity is gradually increased dur- 
ing the course of the stimulation. The signal is 
coupled to the muscles to be stimulated by an 
electrode connected to the stimulation 
generator by an insulated lead (52). 
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The present invention relates generally to im- 
plantable medical devices, and more particularly, re- 
lates to implantable medical devices for the treatment 
of obstructive sleep apnea. 

The medical characteristics of sleep apnea have 
been known for some time. There are two generally 
recognized forms of the disease. The first is central 
sleep apnea which is associated with the failure of the 
body to automatically generate the neuro-muscular 
stimulation necessary to initiate and control a respirat- 
ory cycle at the proper time. Work associated with em- 
ploying electrical stimulation to treat this condition is 
discussed in "Diaphragm Pacing: Present Status", by 
William W. L. Glenn, in Pace , Volume I, at pages 357- 
370 (July - September 1978). 

The second condition is known as obstructive 
sleep apnea. It is discussed at some length in "Ob- 
structive Sleep Apnea: Diagnosis and Treatment", by 
Drs. Cook and Osguthorpe in Journal of South Caroli- 
na Medical Association , 81 (12): 647- 651 (December 
1985). 

At present, a tracheostomy may be the treatment 
of choice for a number of patients when obstructive 
sleep apnea is severe. Some modern commercial 
systems now employ Continuous Positive Airway 
Pressure (CPAP). However, interest has recently 
been displayed in electrical stimulation of the muscle 
tissue along the upper airway during respiration. U.S. 
Patent No. 4,830,008 issued to IVIeer discusses a 
technique for electrical stimulation of the muscles of 
the upper airway In synchrony with the respiratory cy- 
cle. U.S. Patent No. 4,506,666 Issued to Durkan dis- 
cusses such stimulation in conjunction with 
pressurized airflow supplied by a respirator. 

Other applications of relevance to the present in- 
vention are U.S. Patent Application Serial No. 
07/610,854, filed November 8, 1990, entitled "Muscle 
Tone"; U.S. Patent Application Serial No. 07/617,158, 
filed November 23, 1990, entitled "Multiple Stimu- 
lation Electrodes; U.S. Patent Application Serial No. 
07/639,192, filed January 9, 1991, entitled "Servo 
Muscle Control"; and U.S. Patent Application Serial 
No. 07/671,513, filed March 19, 1991, entitled "De- 
mand Apnea Control". 

The electrical stimulation of the prior art techni- 
ques, however, are primarily concerned with causing 
contractile motion of the stimulated muscle. This 
means that the stimulation energy must necessarily 
be relatively large, and the effects of the stimulation 
are directly cognizable by the patient. 

According to the present invention there is pro- 
vided an apparatus comprising: 

a. determining means for determining the onset of 
an apnea event; 

b. generating means coupled to said determining 
means for generating a stimulation signal in res- 
ponse to said onset of said apnea event; and, 

c. control means coupled to said generating 



means for varying the amplitude of said stimu- 
lation signal from a minimum intensity to a 
maximum intensity. 

The present invention overcomes the deficien- 
5 cies of the prior art by providing a system for treatment 
of obstructive sleep apnea having a minimum cogniz- 
able effect upon the patient. This is particularly import- 
ant as the purpose of the therapy is to preclude 
disturbing the patient to ensure that the maximum be- 
to nefit from sleep is derived. 

The system in one embodiment employs at least 
one sensor to monitor the respiration activity. In this 
way, the implantable pulse generator can determine 
the onset of an apnea event from indications within 
15 the respiratory cycle of the patient. In the preferred 
mode, the pressure differential between the thorax 
and the upper airway is measured. An increase in this 
differential above a given threshold signifies the onset 
of an apnea event. 
20 To treat the apnea event, the implantable pulse 

generator produces a train of pulses which is transfer- 
red to the muscles of the upper airway, for example, 
via an insulated lead and a suitable electrode. The 
train of pulses is initiated at a relatively low intensity 
25 with the pulse intensity increasing over time. In this 
manner, the patient is provided with a non-cognizable 
sensation produced by the stimulation signal. 

Since effective skeletal muscle stimulation de- 
pends upon both the amplitude and frequency of the 
30 stimulation pulses, a suitable frequency must be em- 
ployed. By slowly Increasing amplitude, the patient's 
sensory response to the stimuli exhibits adaptation, a 
well known phenomenon, that permits the brain to ef- 
fectively block the pain response to noxious stimuli. 
35 A preferred embodiment of the present invention 
will now be described, by way of example only, and 
with reference to the following detailed description 
and accompanying drawings, in which like reference 
numerals designate like parts throughout the figures 
40 thereof and wherein: 

FIG. 1 is a schematic diagram of the respiratory 
system of a patient; 

FIG. 2 is a schematic diagram of the respiratory 
system showing an obstructive apnea event; 

45 FIG. 3 is a schematic diagram of the respiratory 

system of a patient having an obstructive apnea 
treatment system implanted; 
FIG. 4 is a graphical representation of the sensor 
input and implantable pulse generator output of 

50 the obstructive apnea treatment system; and, 

FIG. 5 is a block diagram of an implantable pulse 
generator according to an embodiment of the pre- 
sent invention. 

FIG. 1 is a schematic diagram of the respiratory 
55 system of patient 1 0 during inspiration. As a result of 
the contraction of diaphragm 18 moving in the direc- 
tion of arrow 1 9, the volume of thorax 16 Is Increased. 
A partial vacuum is created causing air to enter upper 
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airway 12 and proceed in the direction of arrow 14. 

FIG. 2 is a schematic diagram of the respiratory 
system of patient 10 during an obstructive apnea 
event. During inspiration, upper airway 12 tends to 
collapse producing the obstruction to air flow at point 
21 . The above referenced literature describes in detail 
the physiological processes associated with the col- 
lapse of upper airway 12. 

FIG. 3 is a schematic diagram of patient 1 0 show- 
ing implantation of an electrical stimulation system for 
the treatment of both central and obstructive sleep 
apnea. Implantable pulse generator 20 is placed sub- 
cutaneously at a convenient position. Diaphragm 18 
is electrically monitored via electrode 56 coupled to 
lead 54. This provides the means to synchronize any 
stimulation supplied to the inspiration cycle. 

Patency of upper airway 12 is monitored by press- 
ure sensor 42 and pressure sensor 48 coupled to im- 
plantable pulse generator 20 via cables 44 and 46, 
respectively. Stimulation of the musculature of upper 
airway 1 2 is accomplished via lead 52 coupled to elec- 
trode 50. All other referenced elements are as previ- 
ously described. 

FIG. 4 is a graphical representation 100 of the in- 
puts and outputs of implantable pulse generator 20. 
Graph 108 represents the pressure differential be- 
tween the upper ainA^ay and the thorax as measured 
between pressure sensor 42 and pressure sensor 48 
wherein a decrease of pressure is shown by arrow 
102. Node 104 shows a high pressure difference dur- 
ing inspiration which Is Indicative of an obstructive 
apnea event. Node 106 shows a much smaller diffe- 
rential as a result of stimulation of the musculature of 
the upper airway. 

The second graph shows a train of stimulation 
pulses, including pulses 110, 112, 114, 116, 118, 120, 
and 122, according to the prior art stimulation tech- 
nique. Note that each of the pulses is of the same re- 
latively high intensity. This stimulation tends to result 
in arousal of patient 10 from sleep. 

The bottom line shows a train of stimulation 
pulses generated in accordance with the present in- 
vention. First pulse 124 is of minimum intensity. 
Pulses 126 through 136 are gradually increased in 
amplitude until maximum intensity is reached with 
pulse 136. Note that by ramping from low to high in- 
tensity it is possible to reach a higher amplitude with 
less sensation to the patient than is possible with con- 
stant intensity stimulation. This permits a more effec- 
tive contraction with less sensation due to the 
phenomenon of adaptation. It might also permit one to 
vary the frequency of stimulation (i.e. reduce fre- 
quency) to save energy and prolong the life of the 
pulse generator. 

FIG. 5 is a block diagram of implantable pulse 
generator 20. Sensor processing 140 determines the 
pressure differential between the upper airway and 
the thorax by comparing the measurements received 



from pressure sensors 42 and 48 via cables 44 and 
46, respectively. Whenever this difference exceeds a 
given threshold, an output pulse is supplied to multi- 
vibrator 144 for pulse shaping. 

5 In particular, a pressure differential above a cer- 

tain threshold value is identified by sensor processor 
140 which outputs a signal to multivibrator 144. Mul- 
tivibrator 144 then outputs a burst pulse of a predeter- 
mined length that determines the length of the desired 

10 stimulation pulse at the output 52, although this may 
vary depending on the operation of counter 146 (see 
below). After passing through the gate 148, the output 
signal encounters a second multivibrator 150 which 
establishes the frequency of the output pulses. The 

15 pulses are then shaped by the pulse former 152 into 
pulses of desired pulse width. Thus, by applying the 
multivibrator 144, multivibrator 150 and pulse former 
152, the duration of the stimulation, the pulse fre- 
quency and pulse width may be detemnined substan- 

20 tially as shown in Fig. 4 pulses 1 1 0-1 22. The variable 
amplifier then converts these pulses into the ramped 
pulse forms shown In Fig. 4 pulses 124-136. 

The pulse width, pulse frequency and pulse dura- 
tion parameters desired for the stimulatory pulse burst 

25 may be progammed into the device by telemetry sig- 
nals to the pulse generator (as is conventionally ac- 
complished in heart pacemakers) by implementation 
of appropriate telemetry circuitry in conjunction with 
elements 144, 150 and 152. 

30 Each inspiration cycle may be electrically monit- 

ored by electrode 56 coupled to lead 54 (see also Fig. 
3). The signal is amplified by amplifier 142 and used 
to reset counter 146 and counter 160. Counter 146 is 
driven by clock 158 and may be used to delay gener- 

35 ation of the stimulation pulse train to synchronize it 
with the inspiration cycle. And gate 148 provides an 
output whenever multi-vibrator 144 indicates an ob- 
struction is present as synchronized by counter 146. 
The role of sensing the inspiratory stimulus and 

40 the clock driven counters is to provide additional con- 
trol over the timing of the stimulus and the ramping 
function. The counters 146 and 150 are reset by the 
start of the sensed activity of the diaphragm at the 
start of inspiration. Counter 146 may operate in one 

45 of two ways. 

In a first way, it is set low when reset and is only 
high after a predetermined number of clock cycles af- 
ter reset. This may delay the onset of stimulation as 
stated above depending on the relative timing of the 

50 detected apnea. In a second way, it could be set high 
when reset and only go low after a predetermined 
number of clock cycles. It could therefore be used to 
cut off stimulation at a fixed time after the start of sen- 
sed inspiration. 

55 Counter 160 may similarly control the amplifier 

ramping activity. The counter 160 is reset upon sen- 
sed inspiration which causes the output to go low. Af- 
ter a predetermined number of clock cycles, the 
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output is set high to begin the ramping of the variable 
amplifier. By turning on the amplifier before the 
stimulatory pulses are created, the amplitude of the 
pulse train starts higher and ends higher than if the 
amplifier Is turned on at the same time the stimulatory 
pulses begin. Providing the counter is set to go high 
at the correct time, this will generally occur as activity 
in the diaphragm will be sensed in advance of a sen- 
sed apnea. This provides some control over the am- 
plitude of the stimulatory burst actually delivered to 
the upper airway. 

The counter 160 could also be set to go high as 
it is reset and then to go low after a predetermined 
number of clock cycles to turn off the variable am- 
plifier, although this has no Immediate physiological 
applications. 

These functions can also be controlled by prog- 
ramming desired values into the counters 146, 160 by 
telemetry signals to the pulse generator via approp- 
riate telemetry circuitry. The appropriate timing of 
counters 146, 160 relative to a detected electrical 
activity in the diaphragm can be determined in use by 
the physician. 

Counter 160 as reset by amplifier 142 controls the 
gain of variable amplifier 154. In this way, the ampli- 
fication of the individual pulses output by pulse former 
152 is varied to produce the variable intensity output 
according to the present invention (see also Fig. 4). 
One skilled in the art will readily appreciate the sort of 
circuitry required to enable amplifier 154 to provide a 
steadily increasing amplification upon receipt of a 
high signal from counter 160. In an altemative embo- 
diment, the counter 160 may provide a stepped output 
to adjust the gain of the amplifier 154. Amplifier 156 
has a fixed gain and supplies the output to lead 52 for 
transmission to electrode 50 (see also Fig. 3). 

Having thus described the preferred embodi- 
ments of the present invention, those of skill in the art 
will be readily able to apply the teachings found herein 
to yet other embodiments within the scope of the 
claims hereto attached as interpreted by the descrip- 
tion. 



Claims 

1 . An apparatus comprising: 

a. determining means (140) for determining 
the onset of an apnea event; 

b. generating means (144, 150, 152) coupled 
to said determining means for generating a 
stimulation signal in response to said onset of 
said apnea event; and, 

c. control means (160, 154) coupled to said 
generating means for varying the amplitude of 
said stimulation signal from a minimum inten- 
sity to a maximum intensity. 



2. An apparatus according to claim 1 further com- 
prising synchronising means (142, 146) coupled 
to said generating means for synchronizing said 
stimulation signal with an inspiration cycle. 

5 

3. An apparatus according to claim 2 wherein said 
synchronizing means comprises an electrode for 
sensing contraction of the diaphragm. 

10 4. An apparatus according to any preceding claim 
wherein said control means operates to produce 
said minimum intensity at a beginning of said 
stimulation signal. 

15 5. An apparatus according to any preceding claim 
wherein said determining means comprises 
means for measuring a pressure differential be- 
tween the thorax and the upper airway. 

20 6. An apparatus according to claim 5 wherein said 
measuring means comprises a first pressure sen- 
sor for location In said thorax and a second press- 
ure sensor for location in said upper airway. 
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